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			IN THE FALL of 2008, my sophomore year at Harvard, China’s premier came to visit and gave a speech. Urged by the officials of the Chinese embassy in D.C., we gathered in the central quad of campus to welcome the delegation. We were each holding a tiny red flag printed with five stars, provided by the Chinese Students and Scholars Association of our school. Most of us felt obligated to join the welcoming crowd, because the delegates, even though we disliked them as officials, were from our motherland.

			There were more than four hundred of us, all dressed formally. Young men were in suits and ties and leather shoes, and women in colorful clothes, since the official instructions had urged us to treat the premier’s visit as a festive occasion. I was wearing a long floral dress with a cloth belt cinched around my waist. Some in the crowd were from MIT, Boston University, Tufts, Brandeis, UMass, although for attending the premier’s speech in the auditorium, one had to have a ticket, which was not given to regular students like me. But I wasn’t that interested anyway, I had too much schoolwork to do.

			A slender woman in a pageboy—she was in her early forties, and looked like a visiting scholar—stood away from us, alone. She raised a placard that declared: “We Won’t Forget the Tiananmen Square Massacre!” The massacre, if there’d been one, had taken place almost two decades before, and I was amazed that the woman was still bent on making a protest about it today. As the solitary protester, she began walking around among us, but no police stopped her despite hundreds of them being around. Many of us were angry at her. What a drag! What a crazy woman! Some called her an idiot. One man yelled that she was a professional China-basher.

			A few of us tried to intervene. My friend Rachel, wearing a polka-dot dress, stepped out and said to the bespectacled protester, “I grew up in China and never heard of such a massacre. Why help Americans demonize our country like this?”

			The skinny woman said with a Hong Kong accent, “You’re too young to know the truth, it has been erased from the public memory by the Chinese government.”

			Joe Ma, Rachel’s boyfriend, pitched in: “You’d better knock it off, all right? You’re a pathetic liar, and nobody believes you. I lived in Beijing for many years and never heard of the Tiananmen Square Massacre. Look around, see who believes you and your nonsense.”

			“I won’t just forget what happened and I want to tell the truth. I was there and saw the killings with my own eyes. I was stained with the blood from a young boy who was killed in Tiananmen Square. My nose still can smell his blood, and my ears still hear him crying.”

			“Shut your trap!” Joe bellowed, flinging up his hand. “There were no random killings at all. Even if the insurrection was squashed with force, it was the right choice, and it later earned an economic boom for China. See how strong and prosperous our country is today.”

			“But the Chinese people are still living under tyranny and oppression. They deserve freedom and human rights.”

			“Get out of here!” Joe cried. “The top priority of human rights is to let people have a decent livelihood, which our country has managed to provide for our people.”

			“No, the Communist regime oppresses our people, treating them like dumb animals in a corral. Besides, people earn their livelihood, which isn’t something given by the state.”

			“Bitch, go away!” a female voice cried.

			“Fuck your mother!” a man barked at the protester.

			“Stupid cunt!” came a female voice.

			“What a loser!”

			The middle-aged protester said calmly, “You’re all college students here and ought to be more civilized. Haven’t you learned more words than those obscenities?” I was also surprised by their using our mother tongue this way, lapsing so suddenly into such vulgarity.

			My pulse was beating as I watched them, and I pushed the butterfly hair clip I was wearing for the occasion up above my ear. I worried they might manhandle her, but two officers came up and stopped the squabble. It couldn’t go on anyway, as the premier’s retinue was already appearing at the front gate. The quarrel quieted down, and a few in the crowd turned their phones vertical to snap photos. The solitary protester raised her placard higher and waved it while we were fluttering our little flags and crying “Welcome!”

			The smiling premier raised his hand and waved at us as he passed by, his legs slightly bandy. He was escorted by his aides and bodyguards. Behind him was a petite young woman in a navy suit and black pumps who must have been his interpreter.

			Later I came to learn more about the solitary protester. Her name was Liu Lan. Some students dug around online for more information on her, which they shared with us. She worked at a Hong Kong media company and was currently a visiting fellow in the Nieman program for journalism at our university. People in my social circle called her a traitor and a diehard China-basher. But deep down, I was fascinated by her. She was bold and headstrong, to say the least.

			I looked more into Liu Lan online and found some video clips of her. In the photos of her youthful days, she looked elegant and was kind of a beauty, with bright eyes, smooth skin, slender limbs, and a soft voice. She looked like a typical college student, mild and maybe even frail. But she had been an activist of sorts even then and given a speech at every memorial meeting held in Hong Kong’s Victoria Park on the anniversary of the Tiananmen tragedy. In one interview she broke down, sobbing wretchedly. Then she collected herself and went on to tell her experience in Beijing on the night of June 3, 1989: “We were sitting on the eastern side of Tiananmen Square and meant to block the army from advancing to harm the students. There were more than one thousand people in the crowd, most of us sitting on the ground. The soldiers, all wearing helmets and carrying assault rifles, were facing us. Both sides stood confronting each other. Then some workers appeared, all toting wooden clubs. One of them shouted at us, ‘Hey, get up and run. Those bastard troops have started killing civilians. Don’t stay here waiting for death.’ I was a media major at Hong Kong Baptist University and had been assigned to lead the students from Hong Kong to join the demonstrators in Tiananmen Square. But we were caught in the violent clashes and had no idea what to do or where to go. We just joined the local citizens who had come out on the streets to stop the army. We sat among them on the ground.

			“A few moments later I rose to my feet and went up to a young commander of the troops in front of us. I grasped his hand and begged, ‘We’re students from Hong Kong. Believe me, officer, those in the square are not counterrevolutionaries. They are the brightest youths of our country, and they’re peaceful and just demonstrating for a more liberal and fair society. They are doing this for all of us. Please don’t harm them, don’t open fire on them!’ I couldn’t hold myself any longer and dropped to my knees in front of the officer, who looked at me with watery eyes but said nothing.

			“When I rejoined my fellow students, a boy in his early teens turned up, bawling and telling people that the army had just shot his elder brother. He kept crying, ‘Brother, brother, where are you?’ I can never forget his hoarse voice, which sounded like an old man’s in spite of his young age. Some people in the crowd were sobbing with him and calling the soldiers fascists. Then the boy grabbed a club from a man and broke out running after an army truck while yelling ‘Brother, Brother!’ He meant to avenge his brother. We tried to stop him but couldn’t.

			“Two hours later, after we had been dispersed by the soldiers, I ran into the boy in Tiananmen Square again. He was bleeding from several gunshot wounds and had been carried over by two workers. I helped them load him into an ambulance; my shirt was stained with his blood. I was so overwhelmed that I blacked out. So they put me in the ambulance too. On arrival at a Red Cross emergency clinic, I came around and saw two wounded soldiers lying nearby. A nurse went over to check their injuries and treat them, but some people stopped her, shouting that they were murderers and didn’t deserve any medical attention. Then a doctor, a middle-aged man, said loudly, ‘Stop interfering with our work. Even though they’re soldiers, they’re still human beings. Our job is to save lives.’ That shut everyone up.

			“The makeshift clinic could only treat the wounded preliminarily, and most of the victims had to be transferred to hospitals nearby. When an ambulance came, a female doctor ordered the medics to put me into it together with three wounded people, I said I was not injured and was fine now. But the doctor just told them, ‘Take her with you too.’ I kept protesting but was interrupted by the doctor, who said in English, ‘Child, we need you to get away and tell the world what has been happening here. Otherwise, people in other places cannot know the truth.’ Obviously, she spoke English because of fear. She was afraid that those around us could know her intention and might stop me and even inform on her. I promised her that I would spread the truth.”

			Liu Lan sobbed again. A moment later, calming down some, she added, “In Benevolent Hospital, some armed soldiers turned up to arrest the wounded counterrevolutionaries. The doctors stopped them, saying the real counterrevolutionaries were all in the bicycle shed, which was being used as a stopgap morgue and was already crowded with dead bodies. I sneaked away. Ever since that day, I haven’t stopped telling the world about the massacre. If they had put another wounded person instead of me into the ambulance, that person would likely have survived. In other words, my life must have been saved at the cost of another life, so as long as I can breathe, I won’t stop acting as a voice speaking for those victims!”

			That explained why she had shown up in the central quad of our campus to protest alone the other day. I half believed her—her truth might just be another version of what had happened. I emailed the link to her interview to Rachel and Joe, curious to see how they would take it. Joe wrote back, saying Liu Lan was just a crazy woman who couldn’t see any positive side to our country. Rachel also said Liu Lan might be a liar. I tended to agree with them. I had grown up in Beijing and often passed Tiananmen Square. I had never heard about the massacre either, though in history class we were once told that there’d been a rebellious mob who intended to overthrow the government, but who were subdued mostly by peaceful means.
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			A FEW DAYS later, at dinner, I chatted with Rachel Guo and Joe Ma about the odd journalist, the lone protester. They both dismissed her as a crazy woman, someone who had only been able to survive in the West by becoming a democracy activist. There were many of them like that, self-styled exiles and dissidents who couldn’t stop striving for the limelight by bashing China. I felt my friends were too opinionated, though I tended to share their conviction that even if there had been a bloody crackdown on students in June 1989, that had been almost two decades ago—history moved on and life continued, and it was silly to get bogged down in the mire of the past.

			Rachel’s family was wealthy. Her father was the general manager of Baobao, an internet retailing conglomerate headquartered in Nanjing. It was believed that her parents had given Harvard six million dollars for an endowed chair, and that was why she had been admitted. But I don’t think that was the reason she had gotten in. She was an excellent student, smart and perceptive, and she would have been qualified for any top college in the States, though she could be willful, less tolerant of people who didn’t have her kind of privileges. Perhaps her parents had made the donation just to ensure that she would be accepted by Harvard, her number one choice. I suspected that Joe was running after her with an eye on her family’s clout and wealth, but to be fair, she was attractive in her own way, tall, with an open face and glossy skin. In my opinion, Joe was a bad influence on her, because he was actively involved in the politics of the Chinese Students and Scholars Association, which was sponsored and controlled by China’s consulate in New York and the embassy in D.C. Such involvement made him a little red flag waver, and this must have affected Rachel’s political attitudes.

			Soon I forgot about Liu Lan, the only protester. The coursework at Harvard was overwhelming. I had been an exceptional student back in Beijing, but here I felt out of my element, especially in my freshman year. I had to struggle to survive. Last semester I had received two Cs, and that had never happened in my life. At the beginning of my sophomore year, I declared my major—history. It felt like a mistake. Back in China, the humanities and social sciences are viewed as easy fields, mostly for inferior minds that cannot survive the rigors studying the sciences. But here, history is one of the hardest majors. On average, I had to read three books a week. This was killing me. In China, for a history class, you usually read one book a semester, a standard college textbook. Worse yet, for each course here we had to write two or three papers, and they had to present original views. This was something alien to students of my background, who had been good at regurgitating what our teachers had fed to us. We were excellent back home mainly because we were skilled in taking exams.

			Due to the heavy coursework, I hardly had any social life. Rachel, Joe, and others in our circle went on outings quite often, skiing in Vermont and visiting Martha’s Vineyard and Newport in Rhode Island. I hardly ever went with them. I was on a scholarship and had to earn decent grades to have it renewed. To me, studying hard was like a matter of life and death.

			My diligence helped stabilize my life, which was confined to the library, the dorm, the cafeteria, and the classroom buildings. The hard work paid off—at the end of my freshman year, my average grades were B+, which wasn’t great, but good enough for me to retain my scholarship. Gradually I realized that courses had different amounts of reading assignments. Some were extremely heavy, while some were quite light. For example, if you took a film course, there wasn’t a large amount of reading materials, whereas a seminar on the Civil War meant you had a pile of books to read, besides the research papers you had to write.

			We often talked about the amounts of coursework in various classes. So in my sophomore year, I took some lighter courses, most of them related to China, partly because I could do the readings in Chinese if the original works were written in my mother tongue. By now, I felt confident that I could survive academically here. This year, the Spring Festival, the Chinese New Year, fell on February 15. Many Chinese students flew back to join their families for the holiday, as long as their parents could afford the plane fare. I didn’t go, because the flights were too expensive for me—flying round trip would have cost my mother two months’ salary. My father urged me to go back, saying he’d pay for my plane tickets, but I didn’t listen to him, nor would I take any extra money from him. As he had agreed with my mother, he gave me a monthly allowance. They were divorced, living in different cities now. He had abandoned her for another woman many years before.

			Contrary to expectations, two weeks before the spring recess, my mother informed me that her father was gravely ill, and that I should go back to see him in case he didn’t make it this time. So in early March I flew back to Beijing. My mother didn’t want me to miss too many classes, and urged me to go to Harbin the next morning, where my grandparents were living. I took the high-speed train, on which I spent most of the hours reading God’s Chinese Son, by the Yale professor Jonathan D. Spence. It’s a book about the Taiping Rebellion, and we had to read it for the seminar Christianity in China. I enjoyed it very much. Spence wrote history like a novel. The book, on the leader of the rebellious kingdom, was a long narrative told in the present tense, giving immediacy to the drama and events. History was no longer just long-dead occurrences, and instead it quickened with life and human experiences. If I became a historian, I hoped I’d be able to write like this.

			It was freezing in Harbin, the icy clouds hardly mobile in the sky. My grandfather was seriously ill, but he wasn’t in the hospital. In the past decade, he had had many problems with his heart, kidneys, and lungs, and he had had to retire early, before reaching the age of sixty, the standard retirement age for male employees in China. In recent years, his brain seemed to have been gouged by a kind of dementia, his memory disordered and nebulous, and he had grown senile.

			My grandmother wasn’t in good health either, so she had hired a maid to help her with chores and with caring for my grandfather. That meant my mother had to send them more money every month.

			Grandma was happy to see me back and took me to Grandpa’s bedside. “My old man,” she said, “look who is here.” She stepped aside to let me get closer to him. I took hold of his hand, which was waxy and cold. The windowpanes of his bedroom were frosted over, displaying various patterns of vegetation, and in spite of broad daylight, the room was dusky, as if it were twilight.

			Grandpa looked wizened, like a mummy, his face sallow and emaciated. He breathed flutteringly, as if unable to inhale enough air. Something may have been blocking his windpipe.

			I asked, “How’re you doing, Grandpa?”

			He looked blank, not recognizing me at all. He grunted, “I’m still alive.” He then turned to Grandma. “Who’s this girl? Our neighbor’s daughter, Little Lambkin?”

			“I’m Lulu, your granddaughter,” I said. “I came back from America to see you.”

			“From where? America? Where’s that?” He still couldn’t make any connection.

			“On the other side of the world, Grandpa.”

			“You came a long way and must have calluses on your feet now.”

			“I flew to Beijing first, then hopped on the high-speed train to Harbin.”

			“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” He was batting his bleary eyes and looked befuddled.

			I bent over him and looked into his face, wondering what to say. My grandmother tugged on my arm and said, “His mind comes and goes. He must be tired. Let him rest for now, so we can have dinner together.”

			I followed her to the dining table in the other room, where we ate the shrimp wontons the maid, Auntie Liu, had cooked for us. As we were eating, my grandmother said that Grandpa’s mind might be clear again the next morning. Usually he got his head back after a good night’s sleep.

			Sure enough, he recognized me when I went in to see him the next day. But he kept giggling to himself. This was out of character and made him look like an idiot. “Why are you chuckling like that, Grandpa?” I asked.

			“Oh Lulu, I remembered your mom. She was a stupid girl and should never have fallen for that scoundrel, your dad.”

			“What do remember about my mom?”

			“She joined some hunger strikers in Tiananmen Square, and I’d told her to avoid that kind of crazy activity from the very beginning, but she wouldn’t listen to me.”

			“When was that, Grandpa?”

			“In the spring of 1989.”

			“So there was a massacre then?”

			“You bet. Thanks to me, your mom escaped the crackdown without a scratch. Thank heaven she didn’t get hurt, not a scratch.”

			“What did you do to her?”

			“I had heard on the radio that lots of students at Beijing University had started a hunger strike in Tiananmen Square. They demanded that the government recant an announcement that said the student movement was a reactionary scheme supported by foreign powers. I knew your mother was a little hothead and might join them, so I went to Beijing to drag her home.”

			“Did you find her?”

			“I searched for her everywhere. There were so many cops and troops that on the way they stopped me time and again. Toward the evening I found her among thousands of hunger strikers sitting in the square. I dragged her back.”

			“Back to where?”

			“Home. We returned to her college first, and on the same day we took the train back to Harbin. We kept her here for three months, until it was safe for her to start working in Beijing.”

			“So she didn’t go back to her campus again?”

			“She couldn’t, because the day after we had come back, troops began to move into Tiananmen Square. They killed a lot of people, by the thousands.”

			I was shocked. “Are you sure they killed civilians?”

			“Positive. Your mom listened to American and British radio every day, so we knew what was going on in Beijing.”

			“Was my dad her boyfriend at the time?”

			“That was why I had to go to Beijing. That man was no good and was just going to bring her more trouble and put her in danger.”

			“So you didn’t approve of their relationship?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Then how come they got married?”

			“Because your mom was too pigheaded to consider any of the young fellows we found for her. Your dad was a sweet talker and put her under a spell. But to be fair, he wasn’t my concern. By going to Beijing, I just wanted to keep your mom out of harm’s way. We never liked your dad.”

			I asked him more questions, but he couldn’t answer them coherently. He seemed stuck with that single episode—his dragging my mother away from Tiananmen Square, and therefore saving her from the bloodshed unleashed in the following days. He didn’t remember that I had gone to college in America. His mind was vacant, except for the most prescient trip he ever made in his lifetime. I couldn’t help but wonder why my mother had never told me about her involvement with the student movement. In fact, she had never breathed a word about the government’s violent crackdown on students in June 1989 either. She must have hidden many things from me.

			My grandfather once again lapsed into oblivion, unable to speak clearly. Afterward, we couldn’t talk again, his mind wandering in too many directions. Even when I said goodbye, he drew a blank, not knowing what to make of my leave.

			He passed away a month later, but it was so close to the end of the semester that I couldn’t go back for his funeral. I had finals to cram for and term papers to finish.
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			BEFORE RETURNING TO Boston, I asked my mother about her involvement with the student movement. She dodged most of my questions, saying there was no need for me to know, but I kept asking. She wouldn’t give me a definite answer. At most, she admitted that she, an anthropology major at Beijing University at the time, had been silly and taken part in some demonstrations without knowing their true intentions or the consequences of her participation. I got impatient and demanded, “Didn’t you take part in the hunger strike?”

			“Yes, I was with them briefly. Then your grandpa came and dragged me away.”

			“Did you believe in freedom and equality and democracy?”

			“Of course I did, but what the students demanded was infeasible at the time. We were too idealistic. In hindsight, the whole thing was more like a puppet play. Lulu, please don’t bother looking into this. Concentrate on your schoolwork. It’s not easy for your father and me to scrape together the money for your college education. You must cherish the opportunity of studying abroad.”

			My mother had aged considerably since the previous year, her eyes dimmer and her lips puckered when she smiled, and there was more gray in her bangs. Seeing her worried face, I told her I wouldn’t take the trouble to look into the student demonstrations and would focus on my studies. It was true that in China a diploma from Harvard signified success. In many people’s eyes I was already a success, so my mother believed I ought to live up to the respect they had for me.

			Before heading back to school, I phoned my father. He was in his studio, working on his sculptures. His medium was clay. Besides teaching at an art school, he sculpted statues of dragons and Buddha in his spare time and sold them to international art dealers. He made good money and often said to me that it was those clay sculptures that funded my education in America. In fact, my mother also contributed to my living expenses at college (my tuition was covered by a scholarship), so I didn’t feel that grateful to him.

			On the phone I told him about my visit to my grandfather, saying the old man had lost his memory and the only thing he could recall was his trip to Beijing two decades ago to drag my mother from Tiananmen Square back to her university, and then to Harbin. My father said in his smoky voice, “Don’t believe everything the old codger told you. But I have to say he was really something. He could see danger in advance.”

			“Grandpa said he saved my mother.”

			“That’s right, or she might have landed in jail or gotten hurt.”

			“You mean she was super active in the student moment.”

			“I wouldn’t say that. She was small fry, but she took part in the hunger strike.”

			“How about you?”

			He seemed stumped, then continued, “Why do you want to know so much about this? Your mom and I agreed long ago that we’d do our best to protect you. We both believe it will be safe for you not to know about the Tiananmen event, so don’t stick your nose into this, all right?”

			“I’m just curious.”

			“Lulu, you must focus on your schoolwork. You don’t know how proud we are of you. Don’t let us down.”

			Realizing he wouldn’t tell me any more, I said I was flying back to Boston the next day. I was never attached to him, though I continued to accept him as my father, as long as he treated my mother with basic decency, letting her keep the apartment owned by both of them and sharing the costs of my college education with her.

			

			—

			
				Unlike me, Rachel never had money problems, always having a considerable amount at her disposal. Most of us students sublet our apartments when we went home for the summer, but she’d leave hers vacant. I offered to house-sit for her, and she was glad to let me use her apartment for free from early May to late August. She didn’t even let me pay for the utilities. Her place was just off Massachusetts Avenue, with a high ceiling and oakwood paneling. Because I had just spent so much for the trip back to see my grandfather and wouldn’t have to pay rent for the summer, I decided not to go home to join my mother. I found a part-time job at a laundromat in Allston. It was owned by Becky, a Russian woman who spoke rudimentary English. She was pleased to hire me, though I made clear that I could work for her only in the summer. She used foreign students constantly, assuming we all could work legally. Or maybe we were just cheap labor to her. I didn’t tell her that I had an F-1 visa, meaning I wasn’t allowed to work off campus, but many international students did anyway, and to my knowledge nobody had ever been caught. Becky paid me cash, seven dollars an hour, a dollar below the minimum wage. That was all right with me. She didn’t bother to ask for my Social Security number, so I didn’t have to pay taxes.

			My job was simple, receiving customers at the counter. For the regular kind of laundry, I did the wash and drying and the folding. Once in a while, a customer tipped me a few dollars, so I tried my best to be pleasant. Becky preferred to work behind the scenes. She did dry cleaning exclusively, because she had to use a chemical powder, perc, that could ruin clothes if not handled properly. She said she had once had to pay five hundred dollars for a suit she had messed up. The owner of the clothes had threatened to sue her when she at first refused to pay. So Becky didn’t let me do any dry cleaning.

			My job also included cleaning the place. In the evening, Becky left before eight o’clock, so I continued minding the laundromat until ten thirty. Before closing, I mopped the floor, cleaned the bathroom, and wiped down the tables and windows. I enjoyed it when Becky was gone. I could read a bit if no one showed up. Every once in a while, a fellow student came and looked amazed that I was working here, but I just pretended that this was nothing unusual. Indeed, it was only a summer job. We all have to find a way to get by. This was a pragmatic mindset I had acquired in America, and it was also part of my education, a positive aspect, I believe. Several times men asked me for my phone number, and I pretended I didn’t understand their intentions. Once a man in his thirties named Eliot said, his brown eyes pulling me close to him, “I want to take you out. Can we have dinner together?”

			I replied, “Can my fiancé come too?”

			“Oh my, you’re already engaged?” he asked, his whiskers quivering a little.

			“Yes, my fiancé is going to Harvard Law School.”

			“Then he must be a cheapskate,” Eliot grunted.

			“Why do you say that?”

			“If the guy can afford law school, he shouldn’t let a pretty girl like you work here.”

			“I’m independent and don’t take money from him.”

			Eliot left a ten-dollar tip before leaving with the trash bag containing the laundry I had washed and folded for him. He must have thought it easy to sway an Asian woman to go on a date with him, but I wasn’t worried about his irritation. He was good-natured, harmless.

			In fact, I had no boyfriend at the time, though I was drawn to some schoolmates. I was still rather overwhelmed with schoolwork. Even during the summer, I read books at night. I also watched a lot of TV to practice my English, which I couldn’t speak naturally yet. I liked working and studying alone, just following the promptings of my interest without a fixed schedule. It was a leisurely life, immersed in solitude.

			Becky had a granddaughter, Lala, a tall redhead attending Bentley University. Becky was proud of the girl and often bragged to me about her, saying Lala was majoring in finance and had a bright future. She once told me that Lala had just gone to New Hampshire with a group of her male and female friends, where they shared a large hotel room. I was surprised and asked if they had shared the beds as well. Becky said, “Probably, they sleep together too. Sex can be fun for young people, you know.”

			I knew Lala had spent her childhood in a Siberian city called Novosibirsk. So I asked Becky whether they would have done that if they had been in Russia.

			“Depends on what time period,” Becky said. “Now you can do anything there. But back in the Soviet time, if you had group sex, they put you in jail and maybe even shot you. The commies controlled everything—your soul and your body.”

			“Also your sex life?”

			“Of course, people must hate each other, not love each other.”

			She hated the Soviet regime with a passion, and she blamed their harsh rule for the fact that her parents had died before they reached old age. Still, the way she indulged her granddaughter amazed me. Becky loved everything American, including fast food and Coca-Cola—she drank at least two liter bottles a day. Small wonder she was so pudgy, her midsection wider than her shoulders. If she continued to drink Coke like that, she would probably grow heavier and rounder and develop a heart problem.

			Across the street there was a hair salon that also manicured nails. Its owner was a middle-aged white woman, Jane. Jane often came to the laundromat and was fond of chatting with me. Her husband, Alec, was Greek and didn’t speak much at all. His reticence made me wonder if he even spoke English, but Jane said his English was good and that he used to work at high-end hotels. The man looked a lot younger than she was, at least by a decade; he was also strapping, with amber eyes. Jane seemed obsessed with him, talking about him a lot. She would say that he used to attract plenty of women. She even said to me that once in a hotel, he had been summoned by an older lady to her room, because both she and her daughter wanted to have sex with him. They were going to pay him as a gigolo. I was surprised, and asked Jane if he had gone through with it. “Of course he did. Alec was paid to do it,” she said matter-of-factly. “It was part of his job.”

			“You mean the hotel hired him for providing sex?”

			“It was not spelled out, but the employees understood that.”

			I nodded, but it was hard for me to think of that as part of a job. Wouldn’t it be too degrading to be summoned for sex, even though Alec had been paid well, I wondered. If a woman was ugly and repulsive, could he still manage to have sex with her? I knew men and women differ in this matter. A man can hardly get an erection if he isn’t turned on. Alec must have had a tough job. If he couldn’t make a disgusting woman happy and satisfied, he might have gotten into trouble. I thought of asking Jane about the details, but held back. Maybe she didn’t know how Alec had managed either. Still, I wondered why Jane had revealed so much about her husband. Probably there was trouble in their marriage. She seemed anxious to keep her hold on Alec.

			One afternoon, Jane came by again and stayed a long while. When the laundry room was empty of customers, she leaned in over the counter and asked, “Do you like babies, Lulu?”

			“Of course, especially if they are my own,” I said. “I want to get married someday and raise a family.”

			“Then how about having a baby for me?”

			“What do you mean?”

			She explained that Alec and she couldn’t have their own baby. It was her problem, and they’d love to have a baby by other means. She also said they could offer me fifty grand for being a surrogate mother.

			I was shocked and asked, “Why…why pick me for this?”

			“Because you’re smart and pretty, and healthy. Alec saw you, and we both admire you and would love to have your help with having a baby. Think about this, okay? It would take you two or three years to make that kind of money by working full-time at this place. That much money could give you a good start in life, don’t you think?”

			I shook my head and said, “I can’t help you that way, Jane. I’m a student and have to finish college first. If I did what you’re asking, my mother would disown me for sure.”

			“Why? You’re already out of your teens and have rights as an adult.”

			My twentieth birthday had been a month before, and I had told her that without knowing she had been gathering information on me. It was all right that she had planned this, but I didn’t want to be involved. Jane even said that if I was unwilling to become a surrogate mother, I could sell her and Alec my eggs. This did pique my interest, but it would involve a lot of tests and hospital visits, so I dismissed the idea. Deep down, in spite of never being rich, I believed I would always have enough money for my needs as long as I worked. Above anything else, I didn’t want my baby to grow up without me in its life. So I turned down Jane’s offer flat. She grimaced but said it was all right, and that her offer remained open.

			After that she didn’t come to the laundromat as often as she used to. In America, everything boils down to dollars—that was a lesson I learned that summer.

			

			—

			Rachel was amazed to find me slightly different when she came back. “My, you looked so mature now,” she half teased, “like a serious young lady, with lots of gravitas.”

			“Come on, I’ve always been serious,” I said. “But maybe I’m more independent now.”

			“Apparently so.” Her big eyes kept flickering. She still couldn’t contain the excitement of our reunion.

			I thanked her for allowing me to house-sit for her. It had made my summer peaceful and enjoyable. In the past three months I had read more than a dozen of the books that every history major was supposed to know.
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			I PICKED LESS-DIFFICULT classes for the fall semester. Among my choices was a seminar taught by Loana Hong, a Canadian postdoc: Memory and Amnesia: The Tiananmen Suppression and Its Consequences. I went over the course description and saw that a good portion of the reading assignments were in both English and Chinese. This was encouraging and might suit me better than other classes. I thought I was relatively familiar with the context of the subject and would be able to read the assigned books and papers rapidly, especially those in Chinese. So I signed up for the class before it was full.

			Rachel was taking the course too, for the same reason. In the back of our minds lingered an unstated motivation—since the teacher was of Chinese descent, she might be lenient on us when it came to grades. It had occurred to me that Hong could also be a Korean last name, because few Chinese women had “Loana” as a first name, but Rachel had met her and was positive she was Chinese, probably Canadian-born. Rachel said she’d greeted Loana in Korean—jal jinaesseoyo? (How are you?)—but the professor didn’t know how to answer. Then she switched to Chinese—ni hao—to which Loana responded right away.

			Unlike us, Joe didn’t bother with such classes, believing it was lightweight and a waste of time. He was a science whiz, and had once been on a team that competed at the Chinese Chemistry Olympiad during high school. Though only a junior, he had already participated in one of his professor’s research projects, and he worked in the lab at night and on weekends, being paid a small stipend.

			Loana Hong’s seminar was a 500-level course and attended mostly by seniors and graduate students. There were only four juniors enrolled, including Rachel and me. But we were not intimidated by the older students and felt confident that we could manage, since the subject matter was on our own turf, in a way. During the first class, Loana asked us to introduce ourselves briefly and tell each other why we were taking her class. This was unusual, and most of us only said something perfunctory. Some claimed they wanted to know more about China. Sarah, a rosy-cheeked English senior from Nebraska, said she had been to Beijing, where a tourist guide had told the visitors to avoid talking about three T’s: Taiwan, Tibet, and Tiananmen, so she wanted to take this class to learn about one of the taboo topics. Gary, with flaxen hair and an aquiline nose, said he felt like he was possessed by the Tiananmen suppression, particularly by Tank Man, who embodied the fearless spirit of the individual against the oppressive state. I had only a vague idea whom he was referring to. Derek, skinny and curly-haired, said back in Jamaica he had heard of the Tiananmen crackdown, but he didn’t have any concrete idea what it was about, so this was his chance to learn more. Rachel was quite straightforward, saying she was curious about this course, having recently heard about the Tiananmen Square Massacre in the American media, but she wasn’t sure if there had been such killings, so she wanted to know what had really happened. When my turn came, I said, “I believe this course might be less hard for me than others. I am familiar with China and can do the readings faster in Chinese.” That made the class laugh.

			Loana Hong smiled with her white teeth gleaming and nodded, apparently appreciating my candor. She went on to introduce herself in a low-pitched voice, saying she had written her dissertation on this subject and had a book, The Tiananmen Ramifications, which was coming out from a university press. We were impressed. She also told us not to worry about the reading assignments, because there’d be a lot of visual materials—films, videos, slides, photos—to watch and examine. She explained that although the course would be centered around the Tiananmen tragedy, we would also look into historical events and movements that occurred before the suppression, as well as its aftermath. She emphasized that this wasn’t just a regular history seminar, and that we were going to study various areas related to the Tiananmen democracy movement: the social structure, economy, literature, ideological discourses, popular arts. We would also have some visitors who had participated in the student movement. In short, it was a comprehensive course.

			The class turned out to be harder than I had expected. I mean that it was hard for us to take emotionally. After a week, we could clearly see that the tragedy had taken place, since Loana showed us some footage of the Tiananmen demonstration and lots of photos. I accepted the veracity of the event, but I was not sure if the students had really just staged a peaceful protest against official corruption and for political reform and more freedom. We didn’t need the teacher to offer us a conclusion. Loana didn’t try to disabuse us of our views, either—she just assigned reading and visual materials for us to go through before class. In the basement of the Harvard-Yenching Library there were twenty-eight boxes of items gathered from Tiananmen Square. Loana led us down there to look at some of them: pamphlets, pants and skirts drilled with bullet holes and stained with blood, banners, some student leaders’ notes on meetings, headbands inscribed with slogans and also blotched with blood. As the class continued, it began to take a heavy emotional toll on us. Often someone would break down in class, sobbing wretchedly.

			Samantha Su, a public health senior, started to cry one afternoon after a video had just been played. She said, “I grew up in Beijing and passed Tiananmen Square every day on my way to school. But why did nobody ever mention the bloodshed and the violent killings twenty years ago! We were made to live in a big lie.” She was sobbing bitterly.

			I also felt miserable, anger and grief swirling in my chest. But compared to the other women in the class, I was shy and quiet. I didn’t volunteer to speak much. I didn’t reveal that I had heard the tragedy described as a counterrevolutionary uprising. Nor did I mention that my mother had taken part in the hunger strike. I tried to remain clearheaded so as to make my own assessment and judgment. That was also what Loana wanted us to do.

			She made us listen to songs that the students had sung in their demonstrations, particularly “The Internationale,” which was kind of an ironic choice, since it was the de facto anthem of the global proletariat, the supreme Communist march. Loana also played some popular music for us, like Cui Jian’s “I Have Nothing to My Name.” Cui was an iconic singer at the time, and his band performed in Tiananmen Square. Loana was a huge fan of Cui Jian, the rock star who seemed to possess her generation, but to my taste, “I Have Nothing to My Name” was too loud and lacked deep resonance and nuance. I preferred songs by the Taiwanese composer Lo Ta-yu, which were also sung by students at the time, after their movement had been quelled. Lo Ta-yu’s songs usually had delicacy and subtleties, and they resonated with deep grief and political awareness, particularly “The Orphan of Asia” (“The orphan of Asia is crying in the wind / The yellow face smeared with red mud / The black eyes full of white fear…”). The music and lyrics gripped your heart, and they suited my generation better. Rachel agreed with me, saying Cui’s songs had no poetry, though we didn’t share our opinion with Loana and the rest of the class. I also felt that Cui Jian’s songs tended to be too folksy and too blunt, often over-macho, without universal appeal, making them particularly hard for women of my generation to embrace.

			We also read some poetry, which I didn’t like that much either. Rachel also felt that the poems were too nebulous and mushy and lacked intelligence. She called them “juvenile” and “unnecessarily fuzzy.” We both liked poems that spoke to one’s heart and shone with wisdom. I guessed that our sensibility might have been shaped by the literature in English we had read over the years. Rachel was harsher in her literary judgment because she was an English major and had learned many great poems by heart.

			In class, I didn’t want to just follow the views established by the media in the West and by the overseas Chinese and by student leaders who had fled China. So I began to study all the materials I could get my hands on. There were a lot. For weeks, I devoted myself to reading books and watching documentary films and examining photos. I wanted to figure out whether this had truly been an insurrection against the government, totalitarian though it was. My conclusion was that it wasn’t, and I shared my view with the class.

			I offered three pieces of evidence to support my argument that the students were peaceful and hadn’t staged an uprising at all. First, on April 22, 1989, three students, representing more than a hundred thousand others in Tiananmen Square, knelt on the stone steps at the east side of the Great Hall of the People with a petition raised over their heads, requesting that Premier Li Peng come out to accept it and talk with the demonstrators. Just two days before, many students had been beaten by the police when they gathered in the square to mourn the death of Hu Yaobang, the liberal-minded former general secretary of the CCP. The three young men stayed on their knees for twenty minutes, but no official came out to accept the petition. I believed that if the students had meant to fight against the government with force, they wouldn’t have bothered to beg the national leaders that way.

			My second piece of evidence showed how the students reacted to others. On the afternoon of May 23, two days after martial law had been declared, three young men from Hunan Province went to Tiananmen Tower and threw eggs mixed with paint on the giant Mao portrait there. Students in the square immediately apprehended the three culprits and handed them over to the

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/9781635423846_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by Ha Jin


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Chapter 1


						Chapter 2


						Chapter 3


						Chapter 4


						Chapter 5


						Chapter 6


						Chapter 7


						Chapter 8


						Chapter 9


						Chapter 10


						Chapter 11


						Chapter 12


						Chapter 13


						Chapter 14


						Chapter 15


						Chapter 16


						Chapter 17


						Chapter 18


						Chapter 19


						Chapter 20


						Chapter 21


						Chapter 22


						Chapter 23


						Chapter 24


						Chapter 25


						Chapter 26


						Chapter 27


						Chapter 28


						Chapter 29


						Chapter 30


						Chapter 31


						Chapter 32


						Chapter 33


						Chapter 34


						Chapter 35


						Chapter 36


						Chapter 37


						Chapter 38


						Chapter 39


						Chapter 40


						Acknowledgments


						Author’s Note


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Table of Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						v


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						306


						307


						308


						309


						310


						311


						312


						313


						314


						315


						316


						317


						318


						319


						320


						321


						322


						323


						324


						325


						326


						327


						328


						329


						330


						331


						332


						333


						334


						335


						336


						337


						338


						339


						340


						341


						342


						343


						344


						345


						346


						347


						348


						349


						350


						351


						352


						353


						354


						355


						356


						357


						358


						359


						360


						361


						362


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9781635423846_cover.jpg
Looking for Tank Man

National Book
Award-winning author
of Waiting






OEBPS/images/9781635423846_title_page.jpg
LOOKING FOR

TANK MAN

HA JIN

Other Press | New York





OEBPS/images/007_c001_art_1.jpg





